The three leading female characters in the novel Fire on the Mountain(1977) are searching for their identity till the end of the novel. All of them are victims of various kinds. Nanda, though not a victim of direct physical violence, has certainly been a victim of her husband's indifference and of the family that has taken her for granted all her long life. Due to which she has finally decided to live a lonely life in Carignano. Ila Das in her own way for searching for her identity becomes the most obvious victim of violence in her own death by murder. Raka though a child searches for her identity due to the brutal and indifferent nature of her parents. She is a victim of the world of her parents that she is born to. But she is the one female character in the novel who is aware of the violence and finally get s the solution by setting the forest in fire.
precisely what Anita Desai has tried to focus in all her novels, especially in her Fire on the Mountain(1977) .As one can clearly point out the main themes in Fire on the Mountain are less of identity, escapism and a sense of the meaninglessness of life. This article puts the stress on identity crisis of the female characters of the novel.
Desai follows a triptyche structure also in Fire on the Mountain. Part-I of the novel, "Nanda Kaul at Carignano", describes Nanda Kaul's life of a 'recluse' in Carignano where she does not want anybody to interrupt her privacy. In Part-II, " Raka comes to Carignano", Desai depicts Raka's arrival and its impact on Nanda while Part-III, " Ila das leaves Carignano" depicts the violent rape and murder of Ila Das and the breakdown of Nanda Kaul's make believe world.
Fire on the Mountain orbits around three women characters Nanda Kaul, Raka and Ila Das, their interconnectedness with nature, their victimization and the equal oppression of nature. The novel depicts the darker shades of nature and highlights its alliance to the darker aspects of the women concerned. Thus, this novel makes it clear that ecological issues are connected to women and non-human species. The three protagonists Desai created in her novel are trapped in dualistic pattern in which man symbolizes brutality, domination, fear and hate, arrogance and power, while woman and nature in every aspect of life are victims.
Fire on the Mountain exposes various forms of exploitation of both woman and nature. As regards the victimization of women, the narrative represents a discourse on violence that centers on the lives on the three women who are victims, either physically or SMART MOVES JOURNAL IJELLH ONLINE ISSN:2582 -3574 AND PRINT ISSN:2582 -4406 Vol. 7, Issue 12, December 2019 DOI: https://doi.org/10. 24113/ijellh.v7i12.10231 ijellh@gmail.com mentally of the patriarchal system. Nanda Kaul, a widowed great-grandmother, is a victim of her role as a dutiful wife to an unfaithful husband and as a mother of many children. Raka, her exclusive, withdrawn great-grandchild, is the victim of an abusive father. Ila Das, Nanda's childhood friend, unmarried and the victim of her selfish brothers and her own reformist idealism. In the words of BR Nagpal :
"The women protagonists are portrayed as victims of an aberrant urban milieu, patriarchal family structures and bourgeoisie, bureaucratic, imperialistic, colonized, social scenario. It is in this context that the characters are in a state of revolt, despondency, morbidity and are driven to grapple with duality, fragmentation." (p-49) Fire on the Mountain is the story of Nanda Kaul, the mother of many children and widow of an unfaithful man. As the vice-chancellor's wife and the center of a large family Nanda spends a life of duties and responsibilities ordering about "too many guests" and tending "so many children" . She has spent her life in a whirlpool of activities, draped in silk and presiding over table, caring for others and has managed to seem like the " still, fixed eye in the center of whirlpool of activities" (p-24) . But now she has become useless, " still and empty" (p-19) . Her mind going back frequently to that period of life full of activities, the vividness of her memory, even that of a cane chair she used to sit on, belies her claim: "She had been so glad when it was over" (p-32) . And when she says " It had been a vocation that one day went dull and drought struck…"( p-33), it delimits a key psychic situation, her resentment towards her callous, selfish children who neither acknowledged nor reciprocated her labor nor her sacrifice. She now feels their memory is like a gorge, cluttered with heads.
Hence, her memory now is more about her duties, her almost regal stature, than about her love and affection. She hardly ever recollects the husband but for his gestures, as the way he used to "plait his fingers across his stomach and slip heavy lids down over his eyes" (p-23) whenever Ila Das used to come to their house. hardened her into a hard little core of solitary self-sufficiency and now recovering from a bout of typhoid, her spirit is defiant enough to go chanting" .She dares to such places where no ordinary persons dare to go. She is attracted to a land "where there was no sound, only silence, no light, only shade and skeletons kept in beds of ash on which the footprints of jackals flowered in grey" (p-90) . What attracts Raka will be frightening enough to any normal child. The death of Ila Das is announced as was her arrival: by a phone call, from the police station. In this sudden and incredible revelation, Nanda Kaul breaks down and becomes conscious of all the lies she told herself and Raka of a happy life with her father and husband.
The novel ends abruptly with Raka putting the forest on fire and coming to Nanda Kaul, "Look, Nani, I have set the forest on fire. Look Nani look the forest is on fire". (p-145) "Tapping, then drumming, she raised her voice, to look in and saw Nanda Kaul on the stool with her head hanging, the black telephone hanging, the long wire dangling" (p-159) . This surrealistic vision brings with it its own sadness and horror of Nanda Kaul's existence although there is a thin silver lining. The reader also can mark that in the end of the novel Raka calls Nanda as "Nani" , though she is not able to respond. In this way all the three ijellh@gmail.com prominent lady characters of the novel search for their identity very sincerely which attract every reader to read the novel again and again.
